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EDITORIAL

Cobbler and Last
Probably there is no proverb more familiar to English-speaking
people the world over than “Let the cobbler stick to his last.”
There are variants of this old saying in nearly every known tongue
—and yet despite its almost universal acceptance there is no prin
ciple more generally ignored in every-day affairs. People simply
will not restrict themselves to their legitimate fields of endeavor, if
there is any chance to get over the fence and gambol in the gardens
of their neighbors.
All this truism is by way of introduction to a subject which
seems to be agitating some of our readers. Frankly we are not
greatly perturbed, but the number of complaints and bitter com
ments received indicates that a few of our friends fear a goblin
in the cellar.
The matter is the apparent intention of some banks and trust
companies to drive the public accountant out of practice by estab
lishing departments of “audit” or “accounting” or “industrial sur
vey” or “efficiency” or what not. Such departments are organ
ized, if we may believe all that their sponsors assert in public
advertisement, primarily with the object of providing the public
a means of ascertaining financial condition and prospects. The
basic idea is altruistic—and therein lies a difference between the
bank and the real accountant—we don’t know of any accountant
who is in the profession for purely philanthropic reasons. Cer
tainly we know of many who are in accountancy because of their
love of the work, but all of them expect to derive a profit—and,
what is more to the point, they do.
Your bank or trust company on the other hand is more idealistic.
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Every American has heard of idealism and can appraise it duly.
The trust company has the interest of its patrons at heart—and in
using the word “interest” there is no double meaning.
If merchant Black comes to banker White and seeks to establish
credit relations, White may say, and in point of fact often has
said: “The statement of condition which you show me may be
good or bad. I don’t know which it is. If you wish me to give
you the credit to which your actual condition should entitle you it
will be necessary for you to employ our audit department to make
an investigation for you. The fees are not high. The service is
better than any other accounting agency can supply. And finally
if our audit department be not employed by you it will be useless
for you to seek credit with us any way.”
There is the same kind of genial altruism in all this as that
which animates a great corporation when it says to the village
shopkeeper, “You must carry our goods exclusively or we’ll open
a shop next door and drive you out of business.”
The public does not think very kindly of the methods mentioned
in the case of the corporation and the shopkeeper; and it will not
think any more kindly of the attempt of the banker to hold up the
merchant.
As a general rule the public likes to see the cobbler sticking to
his last, even if the individual entity which goes to make up what
we call the public is apt to wander away from his proper sphere
of activity. And when, by reason of what seems something like
undue influence, the cobbler thrusts himself into things not of his
guild or craft, the public is like to have none of it.
Indeed, experience has shown that in this particular matter
of the attempts of bankers to be accountants no great success has
ever been achieved. For many years there have been audit depart
ments in some of the trust companies in Detroit and possibly else
where. But the accountants of Detroit have thriven nevertheless.
There has not been such a rush to employ the trust company as
an auditor as to exclude the real professional practitioner.
Quite lately the whole question has attracted renewed interest
because the offense has spread further east. Yet, as we said at the
outset, there is no great cause for fear. An accountant or two will
probably manage to eke out a precarious livelihood in spite of all.
Of course, there are many cogent reasons why the banker
should stick to his bank. It seems scarcely necessary to rehearse
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them to the readers of this magazine, but here are some which
may serve as reminders or as indicators of others:
The American Institute of Accountants has gone formally on
record as opposed to the corporate form of professional practice.
Audit companies are not in favor with the national body, because
they are impersonal and may be commercial instead of personal
and professional, as should be the case.
Banks, especially of the trust company species, have long been
the butt of adverse criticism because of their diverse ventures.
Adding one more department does not make for the strengthening
of public confidence.
Bank employees engaged in the audit departments are the serv
ants of the bank—not of the bank’s patrons. And among the
eternal verities is “No man can serve two masters.”
It is one of the solemn and sacred properties of the profes
sional relationship of man and man that there shall be inviolable
secrecy in all that arises because of such relationship. The Hip
pocratic oath is not more binding in effect than the word of honor
of the truly professional advisor in accounting, law or any of the
other learned callings. Does it require reiteration to convince the
business man that a corporation has no soul, and without a soul
the relations of man to man degenerate? (Of course, we speak
here only of the corporation as a participant in things professional,
not as active in its proper field.)
It is conceivable that there might be some day a bank less
deeply philanthropic and ideal than those we now have in mind.
If we concede so much, it needs only a step to bring us to the con
clusion that tremendous possibilities for evil lie in the whole scheme
of dragging accountancy down to a commodity purchasable across
a counter. As a hint, bear in mind that the directors of a bank
have right of access to all the records of the bank. We stoutly
affirm that no director of any bank now engaged in the auditing
business (for it is then a business, nothing more) would be
guilty of even glancing at the auditor’s confidential records of a
trade rival. But some day a less scrupulous director may be in
office and when that day comes—farewell to all that’s confidential
and honorable.
These are some of the reasons why the idea of audits con
ducted by a corporation department are repugnant to all that’s
worthy in professional practice. There are others equally good.
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The great point, however, is the desirability of avoiding every
thing which savors of meddlesomeness. Banking is an honorable
calling, in general honorably conducted, but before spreading out
to things unrelated to its original purpose, there should be careful
consideration.
The accountant and the banker may form a powerful alliance
for better business and the brighter day, but let each recognize his
own natural limitations.
As we said at the beginning of these notes the matter does
not seem to us one of great moment. The public in the long run
generally distinguishes between good and evil.
There may be a goblin in the cellar, but he must be a feeble
little fellow. We haven’t heard him even tapping at the founda
tions. What we have written is intended to hearten the few
timorous ones who think they have felt the house rocking.
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